Intellectual history abounds with writers who were celebrated figures in their own time but who are scarcely remembered today; whereas others emerge from obscurity to become canonical figures in their disciplines. Hermann Samuel Reimarus (1694 -1768) does not quite fit either model: he was a respected scholar in his own lifetime, and as other contributors to this issue demonstrate, he was certainly not forgotten. But his posthumous reputation, whether as innovator or infidel, has often been narrowly conceived, focused as it was on (literally) fragments of his work.
writers, with a smattering of fringe figures for colour and context. 4 Recent scholarship has turned this method on its head: the 'fringe' has taken centre stage.
5
There are many reasons for this: the law of diminishing returns has certainly been at work, a limiting principle which afflicts all disciplines bound by a canon. But there was also an increasing realisation that the task of illuminating a period of history is not well served when it is understood primarily through the prism of its most illustrious writers, not all of whom were as influential in their own time as they are today. The aim of some scholars working in the new wave of Reimarus studies has been to pluck him from the fringes and relocate him to the centre of eighteenthcentury European thought.
The Life and Reputation of Reimarus
Born in the harbour city of Hamburg, Reimarus received a stellar education. He attended the prestigious Gelehrtenschule des Johanneums, 6 and then the Akademische Gymnasium where he was instructed by Johan Albert Fabricius (1688 -1736), 7 one of the greatest classical scholars of his age. 8 The universities of Jena and Wittenberg provided Reimarus with learning environments to develop his facility in the academic disciplines which would inform his theological enquiries:
ancient languages and philosophy. 9 Reimarus never matched the scholarly achievements of his illustrious teacher, Fabricius, but he was elected professor of Oriental languages at his alma mater (the Gymnasium) and produced distinguished work in text criticism. 26 and it is here in that we really begin to see the emergence of Reimarus as both a polemical and constructive theologian.
The Apologetic Project
While showing no interest in defending the concrete truth claims of Christianity, and declaring that 'a wise man will neither expect nor desire Providence to work miracles on his behalf', 27 he positions himself against a rising ride of materialism, existence of God and to know something of the divine nature. 38 Reimarus certainly shared that confidence in 1754, and all the evidence suggests he maintained it to the end. 39 Reimarus takes terrestrial life as his first concrete point of departure. The focus of his critique is the thesis of an anonymous French atheist that the human race is eternal. 40 Reimarus argues for the finitude of humanity on both philosophical grounds (alluded to above) and historical, referring to ancient writers chronicling human civilisation. 41 We would not regard the latter as a reliable way of demonstrating a thesis of human origins today, of course: this is precisely the line of argument that some young-earth-creationists use, albeit they are only really interested in the authority of one source: Genesis. Reimarus seems to have thought the details of the various authorities less important than the consensus that the human race has a finite existence, and since no finite being can be the cause itself, we must look elsewhere for an explanation. Reimarus effectually and diligently than we do with our bloated virtue.' 44 Although we now appreciate the fecundity of nature, seemingly unassisted by any external process, we still lack an agreed scientific account of the origin of life itself. 45 Such an observation is often treated today as offering no more than the basis from which to construct a 'god of the gaps' argument, but Reimarus is not simply concerned to plug explanatory gaps in the natural sciences. He is concerned with something in nature that scientists and philosophers have been trying (with various degrees of success) to resist since the seventeenth century: teleology. 46 Seemingly banished for good by Darwinism, teleology has returned to haunt discussions of the natural world, the status of human consciousness, intentionality, normativity, and other properties we seem unable to banish from our picture of reality and human value. 47 This return of teleology cuts across religious divides. 48 Reimarus had no answer to this question, then it would be hard to make the case that his stance has any religious significance. He thinks it all matters a great deal, however.
Creation and Providence
Reimarus's deism is characterised by an unabashed providentialism: 'God's omnipotent influence in the world did not absolutely cease with the creation, but, equally, with his knowledge and will, extends to the whole duration of the world, fulfilling his design concerning the welfare of animate Beings; and this is what we term a Divine Prominence... 49 And he defends this against a battery of objections, first and foremost the problem of evil. Acknowledging his debts to Leibniz, 50 he forges a defence against the claims of natural evil by insisting that in so far as creatures of flesh and blood are to exist at all, then it is in their nature to be perishable and subject to pain: it could not have been otherwise. 51 His argument for the formative significance of suffering has echoes of Irenaeus's 'soul making' theodicy, recovered and defended by John Hick (1922 -2013). 52 Reimarus acknowledges that the distribution of flourishing and suffering among creatures are far from equal, 53 but, like Hick, he insists that the sceptical argument only holds if we assume that corporeal existence is exhaustive of our being. Reimarus rejects this assumption. He defends a substantial distinction between mind and body in his penultimate dissertation, using a version of the Cartesian argument from logical conceivability. 54 But the immateriality of the soul has been a consistent theme in the early arguments, leaning for support on our moral intuitions and legal precedents concerning the nature of personal identity, which includes a discussion of the status of conjoined twins. 55 Reimarus is rather more inclined than his younger contemporary Immanuel Kant (1724 -1804) was towards talk of divine reward and punishment for a life of virtue, 56 but, underpinning this rather mechanistic argument, is the penetrating doubt articulated by Kant in his Kritik der praktischen Vernunft (1788) that on a thoroughly naturalistic worldview, the disconnect between the demands of the moral life and human happiness is so stark as to threaten the rationality of the whole enterprise. principle of Julien Offray de La Mettrie (1709 -1751). 64 To combat this feared degeneracy, in Duldung der Deisten Reimarus suggests a minimalist theology with an ancient heritage. He argues that in so far as someone holds to some basic religious imperatives-love of God, love of humanity, concern with personal salvation-then their theology is consistent with the essential message of Jesus, and, as such, they can properly be regarded as religious fellow travellers with the dominant Christian community. 65 Reimarus was not just arguing for toleration on the grounds that a person's conscience is beyond the rightful legislative reach of government, but that a religion is to be tolerated in so far as it shares a basic theological core. 66 Reimarus appeals to studies of ancient Jewish law by the English jurist John Selden (1584 -1654) and the Jewish philosopher Moses Maimonides community in Amsterdam ought to be in agreement with his distinctive religious outlook were so comprehensively frustrated that he penned strongly worded attacks on the strictures of Rabbinic Judaism and was excommunicated, twice. 72 As a religious nomad, he was unable to make a life for himself outside the Jewish community: he was 'verfolgt' (hounded), writes Reimarus, by all as a man of 'keine Religion' (no religion). 73 When he returned, beleaguered, to the synagogue, he recanted, but he was subjected to a 'schändliche' (shameful) ordeal by the congregation, physically 'gegeißelt' (lashed), and his 'nackend' (naked) body 'mit Füßen getreten' (trampled underfoot). 74 By providing a visceral snapshot of the sorry story of Acosta, 75 Reimarus captures the violent frenzy of insular religious fanaticism. But his real target was not the Jewish community in Amsterdam, but the 'christliche Obrigkeit' (Christian authorities) who permitted such cruel intolerance. 76 So convinced were the leaders of revealed religions that 'vernünftige Religion' was the 'allgemeine Feindin'
(common enemy), 77 that a state's governing authorities would permit leaders of revealed religions to mete out their own punishments to dissenting members.
Conclusion
Reimarus was undoubtedly one of the most learned and comprehensive critics of eighteenth century Protestant orthodoxy. But throughout his writings he was thoroughly possessed by ideas common to Christianity, Judaism and Islam: that the world was created and sustained by a good God, who exercises provincial care over that creation, with the promise of salvation for the righteous faithful. Much of his polemic against the religious culture of his time was driven by his despair at fellow believers to behave in a manner which suggested they took their ideals seriously.
But with all the Abrahamic faiths, it has so often been at the level of revelatory detail that divisive passions have been aroused. And given the combination of forensic analysis and stinging polemic levelled at the details of the Christian revelation in the Apologie, it can be no surprise that Reimarus's positive programme has been ignored. But in an age of continued religious strife, the emphasis Reimarus placed on the commonalities between religious traditions, as a civic if not theological priority, remains salutary.
